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ABSTRACT 



The Common Knowledge: Pittsburgh (CK:P), a technology-based 
project, introduced the Internet into all levels of the Pittsburgh Public 
Schools during 1993-97. This is a case study of the ideology, strategies, and 
process of the CK:P project describes the project's activities, examines the 
project in light of school-reform literature, and uses its experience to 
develop a conceptual framework for discussing such reform efforts. The 
language of chaos theory is used to describe the behaviors observed in the 
project and argues that the behaviors exhibited, as a result of implementing 
the CK:P project, are nonlinear, dynamic, and similar at every 
entry- - individual , school, and district- -of magnification. Although the 
behaviors appear to be random, chaotic, and unpredictable, patterns or points 
of stable attraction exist within the randomness. The project experience 
suggests that at least four elements must be present for school reform to 
occur: (1) the individual or cultural change is irreversible; (2) the change 

is internalized by the majority; (3) institutional shifts occur to support 
and sustain the change; and (4) the change conforms to an agreed-upon 
standard. The value of applying chaos theory to school reform is that it is a 
holistic process for analyzing complex systems. Through mathematical 
modeling, chaos theory looks at systems globally while addressing local 
variables. It attempts to replicate a system's complexity by considering both 
the existing turbulence and that generated when introducing an agent of 
change. A glossary and four figures are included. (Contains 19 references.) 
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Presented at the 1997 annual conference of the American Educational Research Association. This 
paper should not be quoted without the authors’ permission. The authors welcome comments and 
questions pertaining to its contents. 



2 



Introduction - School Reform 



School reform is a hot topic in K12 education. It has been ever since mandatory public 
education was legislated in this country. Historically, school reform is often addressed from an 
ideological perspective (Kliebard, 1995; Ernest, 1991; Apple, 1983; Dewey, 1916). John Dewey began 
the reform discussion from the public educator viewpoint suggesting that schools should provide 
access and enlightenment for all citizens. The reform movement changed focus during the World Wars 
and Cold War taking on a social meliorist viewpoint, this time asking educators to meet the scientific 
and employment needs of society and country. Again in the 1960's, as a result of equal rights 
legislation, the focus changed to a progressive viewpoint that attempted to address and fulfill the 
promise of each individual. These ideological perspectives were reactions to the state of education and 
society at their specific moments in history. The constant in each of these school reform movements 
was dissatisfaction with the existing structure, its underlying ideology and the quality of student 
achievement it produced. The underlying belief of each movement was that the educational 
organization was not meeting some need, (often poorly defined). 

Besides the ideological viewpoint, school reform efforts can also be categorized according to 
their strategic perspectives. One can view reform strategies in terms of scale - nation, state, district, 
school, department, teacher and student (Fullan, 1991). These strategies can be viewed from a market 
perspective - charters, vouchers, magnets and school choice (Chubb & Moe, 1990). One can view 
them from a systems perspective - organizational dynamics, Total Quality Management, shared 
decision making and site based management (Fiske, 1991). And, one can view these strategies from an 
educational perspective - curriculum reform, authentic assessment and professional development 
(NCTM, 1989, Clifford & Guthrie, 1988; Wiggins, 1989). 

No matter what perspective, ideology or strategy, the goal of all school reform efforts has been 
and is to change some aspect of the organization believing that the change will lead to more efficient 
ways of producing quality education. Educational initiatives that attempt to create change often use a 
common process. 

In simple terms, someone or some group, for whatever reasons, initiates or promotes a certain 
program or direction of change. The direction of change, which may be more or less defined at 
the early stages, moves to a phase of attempted use (implementation), which can be more or 

l 




3 



